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ABSTRACT
The need for quality interaction between faculty and students in distance education courses has
been widely studied in the field of higher education. However, less research exists on how
faculty can incorporate regular and substantive interaction (RSI) in their online asynchronous
courses to differentiate distance education courses from correspondence courses. Using a
quantitative research design, this study investigated the attitudes and opinions of the strategies
used by faculty in online degree programs to achieve RSI in the delivery of asynchronous
courses as well as opinions on faculty training to achieve RSI. The results of this study indicate
that while faculty are aware of the need for, and the benefits of creating opportunities for timely
and quality interaction, additional training and education may be warranted for faculty to feel
confident in their efforts to achieve RSI in their distance education courses. This study adds to
the knowledge on the importance of designing the delivery of distance education courses with
the student experience in mind to create a learning environment that incorporates quality studentto-faculty and student-to-student interaction.
Keywords: regular and substantive interaction, distance education, asynchronous courses
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CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION
Distance education courses and online programs have grown increasingly popular and
widely available with advances in technology and provide more learning opportunities to
students (Kentnor, 2015). With the growth of online learning, quality assurance issues may arise.
Among the factors involved in quality assurance, course design can be the most crucial because
it can impact student learning the most (Gregory et al., 2020). Online instruction is designed and
delivered differently than traditional face-to-face instruction. Therefore, faculty members should
possess skills that enable them to design and deliver online courses that provide a quality,
interactive learning experience for students (Gregory et al., 2020).
Background
Distance education can be delivered through the offering of online courses and online
programs. In the late 1990s, the United States experienced a large growth in the offering of
distance education in university and college settings with advances in technology (Kentnor,
2015). In the state of Mississippi, distance education opportunities are offered through online
programs and courses at most public and private colleges and universities. According to the
National Council for State Authorization Reciprocity Agreement (Straut & Boeke, 2020), there
were 23,220 distance education students enrolled in the participating Mississippi colleges and
universities in the fall of 2020.
Distance education can be defined in various ways. Generally speaking, distance
education can be defined as education that takes place when the student and the teacher are not
physically together (Kentnor, 2015). According to Caruth and Caruth (2013), correspondence
education is considered a self-paced educational approach with very minimal, if any, interaction
between the student and the teacher. Though they sound similar, distance education and
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correspondence courses have notably different definitions according to the Higher Education Act
of 1965 (HEA), as amended, which officially defines the two as the following:
Correspondence course: A course provided by an institution under which the institution
provides instructional materials, by mail or electronic transmission, including
examinations on the materials, to students who are separated from the instructor.
Interaction between the instructor and student is limited, is not regular and substantive,
and is primarily initiated by the student. Correspondence courses are typically self-paced.
Distance education means education that uses one or more of the technologies… to
deliver instruction to students who are separated from the instructor and to support
regular and substantive interaction between the students and the instructor, either
synchronously or asynchronously. (Online Learning Consortium [OLC] et al., 2019, p. 12).
Online education can take place in three forms – synchronously, asynchronously, or a
combination of the two. Synchronous online learning occurs in real time where the students and
faculty are interacting at the same time with the use of technological resources such as web
conferencing software (King et al., 2001). Asynchronous online learning does not require real
time interaction between the student and the faculty in the online course. Although real time
interaction does not occur, there are a variety of technological resources available for faculty to
utilize in their asynchronous courses to facilitate interaction and engagement (King et al., 2001).
To assist students and families with paying for postsecondary education, the Higher
Education Act (HEA) of 1965 was established. Collectively, qualifying institutions received a
total of 2.7 billion in federal aid under the HEA in the fiscal year 2020 (Congressional Research
Service, 2021). The HEA has been amended many times over the years to facilitate the growing
2

changes in education. In 1992, the HEA was amended to include regulations that prevented
students from being eligible for Title IV financial aid if their institution had more than half of
their students enrolled in correspondence and distance education courses (OLC et al., 2019). This
regulation limited the number of online courses institutions could offer. In the 2006 amendments
to the HEA, this regulation was removed (Xu & Xu, 2019). Since colleges and universities were
no longer required to limit their distance education offerings to ensure Title IV funding, a growth
in online education courses and programs ensued.
With the growth of distance education, and to ensure credibility and quality of the
delivery of online education, the HEA now contains a provision requiring colleges and
institutions to provide regular and substantive interaction in the delivery of their distance
education courses and programs (Delisle & Malkus, 2018). The language found in the HEA
regarding regular and substantive interaction for distance education does not provide any
guidance on how asynchronous or synchronous courses should achieve this interaction. Faculty
in asynchronously designed online courses must still strive to meet regular and substantive
interaction in their courses even though the course design does not call for real-time interaction
(Delisle & Malkus, 2018). The level to which faculty interact and engage with students and are
present in their asynchronous online courses will depend on their level of training on the
strategies available within their Learning Management System (LMS) to achieve regular and
substantive interaction.
With the growth of online learning, LMS platforms have been designed to assist faculty
with creating online courses to effectively deliver course content to students (Baldwin & Ching,
2019). One of the fastest growing LMS platforms is Canvas. Canvas offers teacher users the
Canvas Course Evaluation Checklist (CCEC) to assist them in creating opportunities for quality
3

interaction. To utilize the features available in Canvas and be able to provide a quality,
interactive learning experience, faculty should be aware of the need for regular and substantive
interaction and how the features in Canvas can assist them in meeting this standard related to
distance education.
Problem Statement
Issues can arise when faculty attempt to meet federal regulations related to regular and
substantive interaction because the definition of regular and substantive is not clearly defined by
the HEA, the Department of Education, or by institutions that attempt to implement this
standard. This potentially leaves faculty struggling to be certain they are delivering their online
courses in a way that provides regular and substantive interaction. Faculty teaching in
asynchronous online courses are of more concern as they do not meet with their students in real
time and may have a harder time creating opportunities for such interaction if they are unfamiliar
with the methods available in their learning management system. Since there is a level of
ambiguity as to what constitutes regular and substantive, there is cause for concern regarding the
quality of the education experience that faculty are delivering to their students in online
asynchronously delivered courses as well as whether institutions are in compliance with the HEA
regulations.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this project was to investigate the attitudes and opinions of the strategies
used by faculty in The University of Mississippi Medical Center’s (UMMC) School of HealthRelated Professions (SHRP) and the School of Nursing (SON) online degree programs to
achieve regular and substantive interaction (RSI) in the delivery of asynchronous courses.
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Opinions regarding available resources and training as well as the effectiveness of the methods
available to achieve this interaction were also investigated.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study:
RQ1. What are the attitudes of faculty regarding achieving regular and substantive interaction in
online asynchronous courses?
RQ2. What are the opinions of faculty regarding the resources and training available to enable
them to achieve regular and substantive interaction in online asynchronous courses?
RQ3. What are the opinions of the effectiveness of the methods available to achieve regular and
substantive interaction in online asynchronous courses?

5

CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter presents contemporary literature that was identified as the most relevant to
this study. The literature presented provides an overview of the importance of engagement,
presence, and interaction in online education and supports the need for this research study. To
locate relevant research articles, a search of EBSCOhost databases was completed. Search terms
included “regular and substantive interaction”, “higher education”, “teacher presence in online
education”, “faculty interaction in online education”, and “delivery methods in distance
education”. The databases searched comprised Academic Search Premier, Education Source,
Educational Administration Abstracts, ERIC, and Teacher Reference Center. The date range was
limited to the last 20 years and only full text articles, published in English, were included in the
results. Additionally, Google Scholar was used with the same search parameters.
The search for “regular and substantive interaction” yielded five results. Searching for
“teaching presence in online education” provided 16 results and “faculty interaction in online
education” added an additional 173 results. A search for “delivery methods in distance
education” yielded an additional 41 results. To narrow the search to articles that were most
relevant to the topic, results were scanned to ensure that they referred to post-secondary
education and not primary, or K-12 learning. Articles that pertained to correspondence style
courses were excluded and articles that appeared to be duplicates or overlapping in content were
also excluded. Of the results provided, eight articles were found that were most relevant and
have been used for this study. These articles were published between 2001 and 2020. This
literature review presents the synthesis of research related to the following themes: (a)
engagement, (b), presence, and (c) interaction.
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Engagement
Engaging with online students can help facilitate a quality education experience. Martin
and Bolliger (2018) studied the importance of engagement strategies for online learners. The
authors collected data from online students at eight universities within the United States of
America. Students indicated that icebreaker discussions were the most important engagement
strategy faculty could implement in an online course. Results further showed that structured
discussion boards, which included the instructor posing guided questions, were an important
engagement strategy as well. Additionally, students revealed that email communication, detailed
assignment feedback, assignment rubrics, and announcements were strategies they found
engaging in their online courses (Martin & Bolliger, 2018).
Active learning has historically been used in face-to-face instruction to engage students,
but scholarship suggests this strategy can also be effectively implemented in a distance education
format to encourage engagement. Riggs and Linder (2016) provided an approach that can be
used to include active learning in the online asynchronous classroom. Their “three-pronged
approach includes creating an architecture of engagement, the use of web-based tools in addition
to the use of the learning management system, and a re-imagining of discussion boards as
interactive space” (p. 1). The authors suggested that faculty include an engagement policy in
their syllabus which would set the expectations for communication and online engagement.
Other methods included structuring the online course with modular, or weekly organization. This
approach can reinforce the engagement process by ensuring students move together through
assignments and learning material as a cohort.
Together, these studies indicated that, in an online asynchronous space, providing
opportunities for engagement can enhance students’ learning experience. There can be a greater
7

need for these opportunities if nontraditional adult learners are present in the online environment.
The illustrated evidence concluded that while creating opportunities for engagement in the online
environment can be time consuming and challenging, it is worthwhile for the student.
Presence
Instructor presence in a distance learning course can be felt in a variety of ways.
Ladyshewsky (2013) noted that the design and organization of a course and the amount of direct
instruction utilized by the instructor can lead to an increased sense of presence of faculty in
online courses. Additionally, when students felt that their faculty were present in the course, their
performance and satisfaction increased (Ice et al., 2007). Faculty presence in an online course
can be looked at separately from interaction because interaction can take place in ways such as
email, for instance. Presence, from the student’s perspective, was found to be felt with
personalized lectures, personalized feedback, and other techniques that allowed the student to
feel that the faculty were speaking directly to them (Ice et al., 2007; Ladyshewsky, 2013;
Skramstad et al., 2012). Students have noted that their level of satisfaction in an online course
can be directly tied to the presence, or personal contact, felt between the faculty and the student
(Ladyshewsky, 2013).
To investigate faculty presence, Skramstad et al. (2012) utilized a mixed method
approach by administering an online survey over a semester and collecting data from the course
management system. Their aim was to study faculty presence and timeliness of communication
in online courses. Based on survey responses, the participants indicated that they believed
teaching presence to be neutral or slightly positive in the seven online courses included in the
study. The results of the study showed a significant relationship between teaching presence and
communication timeliness. As illustrated, providing the online student with timely
8

communication can increase the feeling of faculty presence and could promote students’ level of
satisfaction in an asynchronous learning environment.
In addition to communication timeliness, other features in an online course can be used to
facilitate faculty presence. Ladyshewsky (2013) employed a mixed method study focused on
instructor presence and how it affected the overall satisfaction of the online student.
Approximately 35 students were included in the study which compared two instructors
(identified as instructor 1 and instructor 2) in two online courses regarding their presence and
student satisfaction scores. Students reported feeling more “presence” and a higher level of
satisfaction from instructor 2 due to their detailed feedback, discussion board activity, and social
presence. Students also reported that instructor 1 lacked presence on a weekly basis by not
participating in weekly discussions and by providing general feedback to the students rather than
individualized feedback on assignments.
Scholarship further documents that faculty may consider using unique methods of
providing assignment feedback for their students to increase the feeling of their presence in the
online asynchronous environment. For instance, Ice et al. (2007) studied the use of audio
feedback in asynchronous online courses to increase teaching presence among master and
doctoral students. Overwhelmingly, students reported that they felt more involved, retained
greater amounts of information, and felt a higher degree of care from their faculty when audio
feedback was used in their courses. Student responses to semi-structured interviews indicated
that the social presence felt in the online, asynchronous environment, was increased with the use
of audio feedback (Ice et al., 2007).
The online learning environment can feel underwhelming for students if their faculty are
not committed to utilizing engagement strategies. The strategies noted in these studies, which
9

included personalized feedback, weekly announcements, audio feedback, and personalized
lectures, led to higher levels of engagement between the faculty and the students. Although
students do not have many opportunities to be in synchronous settings with their faculty, the use
of engagement techniques was demonstrated to have created a feeling of togetherness in the
online learning environment.
Interaction
The major finding in the reviewed literature is the importance of interaction between
faculty and students in online courses. The synthesis of available scholarship also revealed the
value interaction adds to the learning experience for students in online courses. This type of
interaction was studied and explained from a few different perspectives. Nandi et al. (2012)
revealed that students who interacted with faculty and other peers in their online courses reported
a more positive experience overall regarding online education. The authors investigated the
quality of online interaction between students and the importance of faculty interaction in fully
online courses. By analyzing weekly discussion forums and assignment discussion forums from
two courses, the authors aimed to provide instructors with criteria that can be used to gain quality
interactive learning in online courses. The findings suggested instructors designed their courses
with student-centered and instructor-centered discussion boards with interaction consisting of
asking and answering questions, providing opinions, suggesting solutions, providing
experiences, and asking for feedback. Overall, the research supported the hypothesis that, by
providing students with valuable interaction, faculty can facilitate a more substantive learning
experience with discussion board assignments.
While faculty and student interaction is important, it is also important for the student to
read and navigate through course content to improve their overall learning experience. In that
10

regard, Zimmerman (2012) found that students who spent more time interacting with content
found in an online course, performed statistically higher than those who spent little time. By
examining three sections of the same online course and exploring learner-to-content interaction,
the author suggested a correlation to the student’s course grade and the quality of the work
completed. Results indicated that students who spent more time navigating course material, and
less time on course quizzes, had a higher frequency of obtaining a passing grade. Additionally,
students who spent more time on quizzes generally received a lower grade which was
contributed to the fact that they spent less time navigating and reviewing the course content.
In the online learning environment, providing opportunities for student-to-student
interaction can also be valuable to the learning experience. Reviewing graded assignments that
required student-to-student interaction, Oyarzun et al. (2018) explored the experiences of faculty
from fully online asynchronous courses over a three-semester period. Once the assignment was
complete, faculty emailed the participating students to complete a survey which asked them to
score the social presence, interaction quality, and satisfaction of the assignment. The results
revealed that an increase in achievement and learner satisfaction was associated with a high level
of interaction in assignments.
In view of all the evidence presented, it can be concluded that interaction in the online
asynchronous environment can be achieved in a variety of ways. The strategies discussed in
these studies provide faculty with valuable guidance regarding the methods that can be
implemented within their learning management system platforms. Though faculty may find these
approaches time consuming and challenging, it is evident that the results of implementing
opportunities for teacher-to-student interaction and student-to-student interaction have been
shown to be beneficial to the student and provide a more substantive learning environment.
11

Summary
The literature reviewed in this section illustrates the important role that engagement,
presence, and interaction play in how students perceive the quality of their online learning
experience. This scholarship also provides educators with methods that can be used in their
learning management systems to increase the level of engagement, faculty presence, and studentto-student and student-to-faculty interaction. Ultimately, the methods discussed are aimed to help
aid in the achievement of regular and substantive interaction in asynchronous online courses.
Overall, it can be concluded that ample empirical evidence exists regarding faculty
perceptions of student interaction, student perceptions of faculty interaction, and the quality of
online education based on interaction and presence, as well as the level of satisfaction students
have in online courses. However, there is a scarcity of research that focuses on the term regular
and substantive interaction. Although various terms may be used to refer to this construct, the
vague standards that the Higher Education Act imposes on institutions that offer online degree
programs leave a gap in the research on RSI in online, asynchronous courses.
The literature reviewed provided substantial information related to the overall need for
interaction between the faculty and the student in the distance education environment. However,
the studies discussed do not answer the questions posed in this study. While research exists on
the topic of faculty perceptions related to interaction with students in online courses, the purpose
of this study is to explore how faculty feel they are achieving interaction with the strategies and
resources available to them, as opposed to their overall perceptions of interaction in online
learning. Additionally, the literature substantiated the importance of proper course design and
delivery to aid in the achievement of interaction in asynchronous distance education courses.
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The presented findings reveal an evident need for interaction and faculty presence to lend
to the quality of the online learning experience. Moreover, the presented scholarship supports the
need for further investigation into faculty attitudes and opinions for achieving regular and
substantive interaction (RSI) in online asynchronous courses as well as the training faculty
received regarding methods to use to achieve RSI in their online courses.
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CHAPTER III – METHODS
The methodology for this project involved collecting quantitative data from a
convenience sample of post-secondary faculty. Quantitative research allows to investigate a
research problem by analyzing the tendency of responses with the use of a specified instrument
(Creswell, 2012). The purpose of this study was to investigate the attitudes and opinions of the
strategies used by faculty in online degree programs to achieve regular and substantive
interaction (RSI) in the delivery of asynchronous courses as well as opinions regarding the
training they may have received concerning the methods available to achieve RSI. The decision
to pursue a quantitative approach for this research study was based on the most effective method
to gather data related to attitudes and opinions.
The literature review conducted for this study revealed far more instances of quantitative
approaches to collecting data when looking at faculty perceptions related to interaction in online
courses, the presence of faculty in the online learning experience, and engagement practices of
faculty in online learning. Creswell (2012) explained that quantitative research is best used to
gather numerical data from a large pool of participants to obtain responses to pre-designed
questions. Therefore, a quantitative approach seemed necessary to gather the most useful data
related to the research questions this study aimed to address.
Instrument
Quantitative data were gathered using a questionnaire designed in Qualtrics (Appendix
A). Qualtrics is a web-based survey platform that is offered free to students at the University of
Southern Mississippi (USM). The questionnaire was delivered to the participants' university
assigned email address. The instrument included demographic items related to teaching
experience, Likert-scale items to assess the level of agreement to statements regarding methods
14

used to achieve RSI, and items related to training and the effectiveness of various methods used
to achieve RSI. The survey method, particularly the online, web-based survey, was the most
appropriate method for collecting data related to attitudes and opinions. With the use of
questionnaire items, this method provided the researcher with data that specifically addressed
each research question identified for this study.
The instrument included five items related to respondents’ demographics, which
determined the faculty’s primary field of study, the length of time they have taught in higher
education, their primary role at their respective school, and their status related to their teaching
role (full time, part time, or adjunct). The instrument included one matrix Likert-scale item to
gather information related to faculty attitudes regarding achieving RSI in online asynchronous
courses as well as one item related to the frequency of interaction. The instrument included five
items related to training that the faculty may have received regarding resources and methods
used to achieve RSI, and two matrix-style items related to the effectiveness of the methods used
to achieve RSI in online asynchronous courses.
Participants
Participants included in this project consisted of faculty from the University of
Mississippi Medical Center’s (UMMC) School of Health-Related Professions (SHRP) and the
School of Nursing (SON). The participants representing SHRP consisted of faculty with teaching
responsibilities in the Bachelor of Science and Master of Health Systems Administration
programs, the Bachelor of Science in Health Informatics and Information Management program,
the Master of Health Informatics program, the Master of Health Information Management
program, the Bachelor of Science in Radiologic Sciences program, and the Bachelor of Science
in Medical Laboratory Sciences program. Faculty from the SON included those with teaching
15

responsibilities in the Bachelor of Science in Nursing and Master of Science in Nursing online
programs.
Participants were chosen based on the designated program delivery method. The
programs chosen included those that are bachelor or master level programs and are fully online,
distance education programs. Any program that had transitioned temporarily to an online format
due to COVID-19 was not included. With the assistance of the deans from the SON and SHRP,
faculty meeting the criteria of teaching fully online courses were identified. Following approval
from the dean of SHRP, the researcher was provided the email addresses for the faculty
identified as meeting the criteria for this study and the survey instrument was administered
through the faculty’s university issued email address. The dean of the SON identified the
appropriate faculty and administered the Qualtrics survey via email to the faculty on behalf of
the researcher. To eliminate participants that did not meet the requirements of this study, the
initial questionnaire item included skip logic to end the survey for individuals that had not taught
at least one online, asynchronous course. The participants invited to complete the survey
included 29 faculty from SHRP and 108 faculty from SON.
Data Collection
Following approval from the USM’s Institutional Review Board [IRB] (Appendices B
and C), prospective participants received an email invitation which included an anonymous link
to the Qualtrics survey. An initial email invitation was sent to prospective participants on
September 1, 2021. The email invitation described the research study, provided an estimated
completion time, included a confidentiality and anonymity statement, and contact information
for the researcher. An informed consent statement was provided prior to the start of the survey
and informed participants that by completing the survey, they were agreeing to take part in the
16

research study. A reminder email was sent to the participants on September 21, 2021, and the
survey was closed on September 28, 2021.
Invitations to participate in this study were sent to 137 faculty within the chosen UMMC
schools. Of these participants, 29 included faculty from SHRP and 108 faculty from the SON. At
the close of the survey, 35 responses were received which constitutes a 25% response rate. Of the
35 respondents, 28 completed the full survey which resulted in a 20% completion rate. In order
to properly analyze the data, only the fully completed survey responses were included in the data
analysis process.
Data Analysis
After the data collection period ended, data were analyzed. To analyze the survey
responses, statistical information from Qualtrics was used, as well as Microsoft Excel.
Quantitative results were converted to numerical data and percentages of responses were
calculated to determine response level to survey items.
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CHAPTER IV – RESULTS
The following chapter provides a summary and analysis of the data collected from the
Qualtrics survey items that provide answers to the research questions. This study aimed to
answer the following research questions:
RQ1. What are the attitudes of faculty regarding achieving regular and substantive interaction in
online asynchronous courses?
RQ2. What are the opinions of faculty regarding the resources and training available to enable
them to achieve regular and substantive interaction in online asynchronous courses?
RQ3. What are the opinions of the effectiveness of the methods available to achieve regular and
substantive interaction in online asynchronous courses?
Participant Demographics
Based on survey responses, 32% (n=9) of respondents identified as teaching in Health
Systems Administration programs, 25% (n=7) as teaching in Nursing programs, 17.86% (n=5) as
teaching in Radiologic Sciences programs, 17.86% (n=5) as teaching in Health Informatics and
Information Management programs, and 7.14% (n=2) as teaching in Medical Laboratory
Sciences programs.
Faculty participating in the survey varied in their years of teaching experience within
higher education. When asked to identify their years of experience, 32% (n=9) of the respondents
indicated they have been teaching in higher education for more than 15 years and an additional
32% (n=9) indicating they have taught in higher education between six and ten years.
Additionally, 14.29% (n=4) indicated they have taught in higher education for 11-15 and the
remaining 21.43% (n=6) indicated they have taught in higher education for five years or less.
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Respondents were asked to identify their primary role in higher education as either
faculty, administration with instructor responsibilities, or staff with instructor responsibilities.
Over 70% (n= 20) indicated they were considered faculty, 25% (n=7) held roles in
administration with instructor responsibilities, and 3.57% (n=2) held a staff position with
instructor responsibilities. Participants were also asked to identify whether they were considered
adjunct faculty, full time faculty or part time faculty. Over 65% (n=19) of respondents indicated
that they held a full-time position in higher education, 17.86% (n=5) were part time, and 14.29%
(n=4) were adjunct faculty.
Attitude Regarding Achieving Regular and Substantive Interaction
This section provides an analysis of the attitudes of faculty regarding achieving regular
and substantive interaction (RSI) in online asynchronous courses. When asked whether they
believed that regular and substantive interaction was necessary between faculty and students in
asynchronous online education, 89.29% (n=25) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that this
type of interaction was necessary in online education. Over 96% (n=27) of respondents agreed or
strongly agreed that students benefit from RSI with their faculty and that when faculty participate
in RSI with their students, they add value to the learning experience. When asked if creating
opportunities for RSI in online asynchronous courses were difficult for faculty, 82% (n=23) of
respondents agreed or strongly agreed.
Respondents were also asked their opinions on the frequency of interactions between
faculty and students in online asynchronous courses. The mean response for this survey item was
3.61 (SD=1.11). Over 50% (n=15) indicated that interacting with students once a week would be
sufficient, while 25% (n=7) believed twice a week was more appropriate. Seven percent (n=2) of
respondents indicated that interacting with students should take place every other week and
19

14.29% (n=4) that interaction would be as needed and can depend on the students’ progress in
the course which may fluctuate when progress declines or increases.
Opinions on Training for Regular and Substantive Interaction
This section provides an analysis of faculty opinions related to the training they may have
been provided to enable them to achieve regular and substantive interaction in online
asynchronous courses. When asked if their institution offered some form of training to guide
them in providing regular and substantive interaction, 52.38% (n=13) indicated that their
institutions provided group or one-on-one training. Most of these respondents, 84.62% (n=11),
indicated that they have attended at least one training session on how to achieve RSI in online
asynchronous courses and 15.38% (n=2) that they had attended three to four training sessions at
their institution.
When asked whether the training sessions had provided a definition for regular and
substantive interaction, 69.23% (n=9) agreed and 30.77% (n=4) neither agreed nor disagreed.
Over 90% (n= 12) of respondents indicated that during the training sessions they attended,
details on the various methods that they could use to achieve RSI were provided. Over 84.62%
(n=11) of the 13 respondents indicated that in the training sessions attended, they were provided
instructions on how to implements the methods that were available to achieve RSI and following
completion of institutional training session, while 76.92% (n=10) of the 13 respondents felt
confident in their abilities to implement various methods to achieve RSI in their online
asynchronous courses. Table 1 displays the levels of agreement for outcomes of the training
sessions respondents attended.
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Table 1
Training Outcomes
Outcome

Neither agree nor
disagree
n
%
n

Agree

Strongly agree

%

n

%

Training sessions defined regular and
substantive interaction

4

30.77

9

69.23

0

0

Training sessions explained the
importance of regular and substantive
interaction

4

30.77

7

53.85

2

15.38

Training sessions provided details on
methods available for faculty to use to
achieve regular and substantive
interaction.

1

7.69

12

92.31

0

0

2

15.38

11

84.62

0

0

3

23.08

10

76.92

0

0

Training sessions provided instruction
on how to implement methods available
for faculty to achieve regular and
substantive interaction
Following completion of training
sessions, I felt confident in
implementing methods to achieve
regular and substantive direct
interaction.

Note. Participants indicated their level of agreement related to outcomes of training sessions they had attended on a
Likert scale with the options being strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, or strongly agree.
No respondents indicated strongly disagree or disagree as their level of agreement.

Effectiveness of Methods Used to Achieve Regular and Substantive Interaction
This section provides an analysis of the opinions of the effectiveness of the methods
available to achieve regular and substantive interaction in online asynchronous courses.
Respondents were asked their level of agreement on whether students were interactive in their
attempts to achieve regular and substantive interaction with various methods. Over 70% (n=20)
of the respondents indicated that they felt students were interactive with faculty in discussion
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board forums; 64.28% (n=18) felt students utilized the content created by faculty such as
PowerPoints and video lectures; 60.71% (n=17) believed that students respond to individual
assignment feedback that is provided by faculty; 50% (n=14) reported that students respond to
weekly announcements posted by faculty; and 46.43% (n=13) indicated that students post
comments or questions to the narrated content that faculty have created. Table 2 displays the
levels of agreement regarding student interactivity for each of the methods assessed.
Table 2
Student interactivity
Student Interactivity
Strongly
disagree

Disagree

n

n

%

%

Neither
agree
nor
disagree
n
%

n

%

n

%

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Students post comments/questions
to the narrated content created by
faculty

3

10.7 6 21.4

6

21.43

13

46.4

0

0

Students respond to individual
assignment feedback

1

3.57 7

3

10.71

15

53.6

2

7.14

Students view/listen to the content
created by faculty

0

2 7.14

8

28.57

16

57.1

2

7.14

Students are interactive with
faculty in discussion board forums

1

3.57 2 7.14

5

17.86

15

53.6

5

17.86

Students respond to weekly
announcements posted by faculty

3

10.7 6 21.4

5

17.86

12

42.9

2

7.14

0
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Respondents were asked to provide their level of agreement on the overall effectiveness
of the methods available for them to achieve regular and substantive interaction in online
asynchronous courses. Over 96.42% (n=27) agreed or strongly agreed that individual assignment
feedback was an effective method to achieve RSI, 85.72% (n=24) agreed or strongly agreed that
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email interaction was an effective method to achieve RSI, 82.14% (n=23) agreed or strongly
agreed that weekly announcements were an effective method to achieve RSI, 64.28% (n=18)
indicated that discussion board forums are an effective method to achieve RSI, and 57.15%
(n=16) responded that narrated PowerPoints and video lectures were an effective method to
achieve RSI. Table 3 displays the levels of agreement for each of the methods assessed.
Table 3
Effectiveness of Methods Used to Achieve Regular and Substantive Interaction
Method

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

Weekly
announcements

2

7.14

0

0

3

10.71

16

57.1

7

25

Email interaction

0

0

1

3.57

3

10.71

18

64.3

6

21.43

Discussion board
forums

0

0

3

10.71

7

25

9

32.1

9

32.14

Narrated
PowerPoints, video
lectures, etc.

0

0

5

17.86

7

25

11

39.3

5

17.86

Individual assignment
feedback

0

0

0

0

1

3.57

17

60.7

10

35.71

Summary
This chapter provided the results and analysis of the data collected from the Qualtrics
survey items that provided answers to the research questions posed. Demographic information
related to the participants included program of study they primarily taught, years of teaching in
higher education, and primary role in higher education. This chapter also provided information
concerning faculty attitudes related to achieving regular and substantive interaction in their
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online courses, faculty experiences and opinions with training related to regular and substantive
interaction and faculty opinions related to the effectiveness of specific methods that can be
utilized to achieve regular and substantive interaction.
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CHAPTER V – DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to investigate the attitudes and opinion of the strategies
used by faculty in The University of Mississippi Medical Center’s School of Health-Related
Professions and the School of Nursing online degree programs to achieve regular and substantive
interaction in the delivery of asynchronous courses. This study also investigated the opinions
regarding available resources and training as well as the effectiveness of the methods available to
achieve the interaction.
The first research question aimed to determine faculty attitudes regarding achieving
regular and substantive interaction in online asynchronous courses. The results of this study
indicated that faculty generally agree that students benefit from having regular and substantive
interaction in their online courses which further substantiates previous findings. As mentioned in
Chapter II of this study, Nandi et al. (2012) found that students who interacted with faculty in
online courses reported to have had a more positive experience. These results also agree with the
findings of Oyarzun et al (2018) which showed that providing a high level of interaction in
assignments can add value to students’ learning experience. Faculty involved in the current study
overwhelmingly agreed that interaction that is regular and of quality is necessary in online
asynchronous courses.
In response to opinions on the frequency of interaction between faculty and students,
respondents in this study indicated that interactions between faculty and students should take
place one to two times per week, but that faculty and student interaction may fluctuate depending
on the performance of the student. Prior research has indicated that frequency and timeliness of
interaction can aid in determining whether students feel that their faculty are present in their
online courses. In that regard, Skramstad et al. (2012) found that when faculty were timely and
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frequent in their communication, students felt an increase in overall satisfaction with their
learning experience as well as an overall feeling of faculty presence. Additionally, Nandi et al.
(2012) documented that valuable interaction could aid in providing students with a more
substantive learning experience. The results of this survey provided important data related to
frequency of interaction, but more research may be needed to fully understand this construct.
The second research question aimed to determine faculty opinions related to training for
regular and substantive interaction. When asked about training opportunities related to providing
RSI in their courses, a surprising number of respondents (52.38%, n= 13) indicated that training
had been available to them. This result is surprising as both schools represented in this study, the
School or Health Related Professions and the School of Nursing, have a dedicated instructional
design team. These teams typically offer training on various aspects of Canvas and other
instructional platforms that may be used in conjunction with or independent from Canvas to aid
in quality course design. This result may indicate that the instructional design teams are not
utilizing the term “regular and substantive interaction” when they are offering training sessions
on instructional strategies and therefore faculty may not see value in attending training sessions.
It was also surprising to find that only nine of those who indicated that they had attended training
indicated that the concept of “regular and substantive interaction” was defined.
The final research question aimed to determine faculty opinions of how effective various
methods available to them may be in allowing them to provide opportunities for regular and
substantive interaction. This study first examined various engagement methods that can be used
in a Learning Management System (LMS) and gauged the respondent’s level of agreement on
how interactive students may be with each method. Overwhelmingly, the respondents felt that
students tended to be interactive with faculty in discussion board forums. This finding
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corroborates the ideas of Martin and Bolliger (2018) who discussed the importance of structured
assignment in online education to allow for engagement which ultimately leads to interaction.
The findings of the current study indicate that if faculty structure discussion boards effectively,
they may be able to provide opportunities for engagement with their students, resulting in quality
interaction.
The final survey item analyzed asked the respondents to indicate their level of agreement
on the effectiveness of the use of weekly announcements, discussion boards, personalized
content created by faculty, and individual assignment feedback as methods to achieve regular
and substantive interaction. Although most criteria received a degree of positive responses
related to individual effectiveness, there were also numerous indications of respondents neither
agreeing nor disagreeing with the effectiveness of the previous mentioned methods. Respondents
were offered an opportunity to provide the researcher with additional data related to methods
they have found may allow for regular and substantive interaction. Additional methods that were
suggested included virtual meetings and conference calls, wellness check-ins throughout the
semester, and gamification using third party products.
Implications
Some of the issues emerging from the findings indicate that there may be a need for
additional training for faculty who are teaching in online asynchronous courses. Regular and
substantive interaction is a crucial element in determining whether a course is deemed
correspondence or distance education. Faculty who are responsible for delivering distance
education should be made aware of the importance of this element in their course design.
Additionally, instructional design teams who often train faculty on instructional design methods
should include the phrase “regular and substantive interaction” in their language and training
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methodologies to ensure that faculty can connect the importance of this concept to their course
design strategy to ensure their course does not appear to be designed or delivered as a
correspondence course.
A recommendation from this study could include audits of current online, asynchronous
courses that are delivered from accredited institutions and are designated as distance education
courses. An audit process could uncover opportunities for instructional design teams to educate
current faculty on methods to strengthen the design and delivery of their online courses to ensure
that accrediting bodies and other regulatory agencies are able to recognize the use of regular and
substantive interaction in their courses.
Results of this study suggested that faculty may not have a clear understanding of the
meaning or importance of the terms regular and substantive. This finding has important
implications for institutions to develop a standard definition to be used by faculty and
instructional design teams. As mentioned previously, the Higher Education Act does not provide
guidance on how online courses should achieve RSI. It is possible, therefore, that a need may
exist for institutions to create policies or review current policies regarding how often faculty
should engage in their online courses or how often they should provide opportunities for studentto-student and faculty-to-student interaction. With the growth of online learning, it is imperative
to ensure that the quality of the online learning experience is not overlooked. With the
availability of the Canvas Course Evaluation Checklist (CCEC), institutions could utilize the
checklist as a method to ensure that faculty are creating regular opportunities for quality
interaction with their online students.
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Limitations and Recommendations
While this study focused at two schools in one institution, further research should be
conducted on a larger scale to develop a deeper understanding of faculty perceptions on regular
and substantive interaction in online asynchronous courses. Future research could also include a
qualitative approach to study higher education administrators and what evidence they may
provide to show accrediting and regulatory agencies that their online courses are designed to
provide for student-to-student and faculty-to-student interaction as well as faculty presence. This
potential research could provide institutions with resources to ensure that their distance education
courses are not in line with correspondence courses. Additional data related to the frequency of
interactions needed in online asynchronous courses would also be beneficial. The current study
gathered data related to how frequently faculty should interact with students. However, there
seems to be many variables that can dictate how often a faculty member should correspond with
a student outside of general instruction. Further studies, which take these variables into account,
will need to be undertaken.
Summary
Overall, this study provided recommendations for higher education faculty and
administrators to review current practices related to online asynchronous course delivery and
course design. It is my hope that faculty who are responsible for delivering online asynchronous
distance education courses will be equipped with the training and resources needed to develop
and deliver a high-quality learning experience. Although more research is needed in this domain,
current data and previous scholarship have been provided to show that students benefit from
structured course design, frequency of faculty presence, and opportunities to be engaged in the
learning process through student-to-student and faculty-to-student interaction.
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APPENDIX A
Survey Instrument
Faculty Perceptions on Regular and Substantive Interaction in Asynchronous Online Courses
Start of Block: Informed Consent

I understand that participation in this project is completely voluntary, and that I may withdraw at
any time without penalty or prejudice. By participating in this study, you are agreeing to provide
the most honest answers you can. Any responses you provide will be anonymous. There are no
incentives for your participation, and you will not be compensated for completing this survey.
By proceeding to the questionnaire, you are consenting to participate in this study. If you do not
wish to consent to this study, please close your browser at this time.

Page Break
End of Block: Informed Consent

Start of Block: Introduction

Q1
Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire.
This questionnaire will explore the attitudes and opinions of faculty regarding regular and
substantive interaction (RSI) in online asynchronous courses as well as information related to
training you may have received regarding methods to create opportunities for RSI in your online
courses.
- Asynchronous courses are defined as occurring when students and instructors are not in the
same place and when instruction does not occur at the same time.
- Regular and substantive interaction refers to interaction that takes place between faculty and
students and is considered timely and quality interaction. Regular and Substantive interaction is
a core component distinguishing distance education from correspondence education.
End of Block: Introduction
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Start of Block: Demographics

Q2 Do you teach, or have you taught, at least one fully online course in a distance education,
asynchronous bachelors or master's degree program?

o Yes
o No

Q3 What program do you primarily teach in?

o Health Systems Administration
o Health Informatics and Information Management
o Medical Laboratory Sciences
o Radiologic Sciences
o Nursing
o Other ________________________________________________

Q4 How many years have you worked in higher education?

o < 1 year
o 1-5 years
o 6-10 years
o 11-15 years
o over 15 years
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Q5 What is your primary role in education?

o Faculty
o Staff with instructor responsibilities
o Administration with instructor responsibilities
o Other ________________________________________________

Q6 Which of the following best describes your current status in your teaching role?

o Full time
o Part time
o Adjunct

End of Block: Demographics
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Start of Block: Attitudes of faculty regarding achieving RSI

Q7 Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither
agree nor
Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Regular and substantive interaction
between faculty and students is
necessary for online asynchronous
courses

o

o

o

o

o

Students benefit from regular and
substantive interaction with faculty in
online asynchronous courses

o

o

o

o

o

Participating in regular and substantive
interaction with students adds value to
their learning experience in online
asynchronous courses

o

o

o

o

o

Students appreciate their instructor's
effort to provide regular and
substantive interaction in online
asynchronous courses

o

o

o

o

o

Creating opportunities for regular and
substantive interaction in online
asynchronous courses can be difficult
for faculty

o

o

o

o

o

Q8 In your opinion, how often should faculty interact with their students in online asynchronous
courses?

o Monthly
o Every other week
o Once a week
o Twice a week
o Daily
o Other ________________________________________________

End of Block: Attitudes of faculty regarding achieving RSI
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Start of Block: Training

Q9 My institution offers group training for providing regular and substantive direct interaction.

o Yes
o No

Q10 My institution offers one-on-one training for providing regular and substantive interaction

o Yes
o No

Q11 Indicate the number of training sessions your institution has offered on how to provide
regular and substantive interaction.

o 1-2 training sessions
o 3-4 training session
o 5-6 training sessions
o More than 6 training sessions

Q12 Indicate the number of training sessions have you attended regarding regular and
substantive interaction?

o I have not attended any training sessions
o 1-2 training sessions
o 3-4 training sessions
o 5-6 training sessions
o More than 6 training sessions
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Q13 Regarding training sessions you have attended, to what extent do you agree with the
following statements:
Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Training sessions defined
regular and substantive
interaction

o

o

o

o

o

Training sessions explained the
importance of regular and
substantive interaction

o

o

o

o

o

Training sessions provided
details on methods available for
faculty to use to achieve regular
and substantive interaction.

o

o

o

o

o

Training sessions provided
instruction on how to
implement methods available
for faculty to achieve regular
and substantive interaction

o

o

o

o

o

Following completion of
training sessions, I felt
confident in implementing
methods to achieve regular and
substantive direct interaction.

o

o

o

o

o

End of Block: Training
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Start of Block: Opinions of the effectiveness of methods used to achieve RSI

Q14 To what extent do you agree with the following statements regarding asynchronous
courses:
Strongly
disagree
Students respond to weekly
announcements posted by faculty
Students are interactive with
faculty in discussion board forums
Students view/listen to the content
created by faculty
Students respond to individual
assignment feedback
Students post comments/questions
to the narrated content created by
faculty

Disagree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Strongly
Agree

Agree

o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Q15 In your opinion, how effective is each of the following methods in achieving regular and
substantive interaction?
Strongly
disagree
Weekly announcements
Email interaction
Discussion board forums
Narrated PowerPoints, video
lectures, etc.
Individual assignment
feedback

o
o
o
o
o

Disagree

o
o
o
o
o
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Neither
agree nor
disagree

o
o
o
o
o

Agree

o
o
o
o
o

Strongly
agree

o
o
o
o
o

Page Break
Q16 Please describe any additional methods you utilize to achieve regular and substantive
interaction in your online asynchronous course(s).
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: Opinions of the effectiveness of methods used to achieve RSI
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